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ABSTRACT 
The extent to which a preschool child's social status or reputation, once established, 
affects peer perception of his or her subsequent behaviour was investigated. Of additional 
interest were possible sex differences in social information processing. Sixty-two 
preschool children rated both a popular and an unpopular hypothetical peer's involvement 
in negative interactions along the dimensions of locus of control, intent, and stability.  
Results indicated that preschool children's evaluations of their peers varied as a function 
of the target child's reputation. Overall, children made significant distinctions between 
popular and unpopular peers both when making dispositional evaluations of the target 
peer and situational attributions about the target peer's involvement in hypothetical 
events. Sex differences in the use of reputational information were evident. Results are 
discussed in terms of the implications for intervention programs and research into 
children's peer relations. 
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Positive peer relationships at an early age have been increasingly linked to social 
competence and acceptance throughout school (Kupersmidt & Coie, 1990; Ladd, 1990; Ladd & 
Price, 1987) and as possible predictors of a child's future mental health (Asher, Oden & Gottman, 
1977; Kupersmidt, Coie & Dodge, 1990; Parker & Asher, 1987). Accordingly, there has been 
increasing concern about children who are experiencing peer relationship problems or are 
socially rejected by their peers and a growing number of intervention programs have been 
developed aimed at improving children's social status within the peer group. 
 
Intervention programs have focussed, in the main, on teaching positive play and 
interaction skills with the underlying assumption that improvement in specific, identifiable social 
skills will automatically result in improved relations within the peer group. However, although 
rejected children seem able to learn the specific social skills taught, it appears there are often no 
significant improvements in children's social status (Coie & Koeppl, 1990; Fields, 1989). While 
the lack of improved social status may reflect the wide range of behaviours and abilities 
necessary for socially competent behaviour, it has been suggested (Hymel, Wagner & Butler, 
1990; Mize & Ladd, 1990) that, although behavioural change can be achieved through direct 
teaching, peers may fail to notice improvement for reasons related to prior reputation.  Rejected 
children may in fact be caught in a self-perpetuating cycle whereby attempts to improve 
behaviour are disregarded by peers whose perceptions are coloured by reputational bias thus 
encouraging further inappropriate behaviour (Dodge & Frame, 1982; Hymel, Wagner & Butler, 
1990; Rogosch & Newcomb, 1989).   
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Although social status is less stable in preschool than in later years, interaction 
difficulties in preschool tend to persist throughout school (Ladd & Price, 1987). If, in addition, 
biased peer perception of low status children serves to maintain social status regardless of 
changes in behaviour, rejected children will have even less opportunity to engage in social 
interaction and develop competence. Additionally, intervention measures which seek to improve 
peer status by focussing on maladaptive behaviours may have limited success if they ignore the 
possible influence peer group perceptions of unpopular children may have both on the rejected 
child's behaviour and the interpretations placed on that behaviour by their peers.   
 
Researchers in the past have targeted middle childhood, when children become more 
likely to view behaviour as resulting from stable personality traits, as the age at which 
reputational effects and biases may be most likely to emerge. However, reviewers such as Miller 
and Aloise (1989) have suggested that previous failures to document early psychological 
knowledge in younger children could have been due to inappropriate data collection techniques 
and that research designs that are more appropriate to young children's level of verbal 
development may reveal more about their understanding of self and other than has been apparent 
so far.  
 
The present study was designed to examine the influence of reputation on peer 
perceptions among a population younger than those previously studied. Although previous 
research provides the basis for expecting that reputation will have an effect on children's 
situational attributions, until now no study has specifically investigated the relation between 
dispositional inferences and situational attributions at preschool age. 
 
 
METHOD 
Subjects 
The sample consisted of 62 preschool age children (mean age = 62.4 months) from three 
suburban Community Preschools serving lower to upper middle-class families in Queensland, all 
of whom had received parental permission for participation in the study. The sample included 
both boys (n = 35, mean age = 63 months) and girls (n = 27, mean age = 62 months) in order to 
identify any possible gender differences. 
 
Procedure 
A procedure similar to that used by Waas and Honer (1990) was employed although pilot 
testing indicated that several adaptations were necessary to make the method more appropriate 
for this age group. In overview, the procedure consisted of (a) presentation of reputational 
information about a hypothetical peer; (b) children rated the target child as likely or unlikely to 
behave in a prosocial or antisocial manner; (c) presentation of a hypothetical conflict situation 
involving the target peer and another child; (d) children rated the possible causes of the event and 
the involvement of the target child; (e) description of an ambiguously caused event with a 
negative outcome involving the target peer and the subject; (f) children rated the extent to which 
they believed the target peer was responsible for the event; and (g) children described their 
feelings about the event. 
 
Reputational Information 
To establish the popularity of the target peer two types of reputational information were 
used. Initially, using the method devised by Benenson and Dweck (1986), children were 
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presented with a picture of a same sex hypothetical peer surrounded by a number of either 
smiling or frowning faces and informed that these represented the number of children who liked 
or disliked the target child. Children were asked to count the faces and tell the interviewer 
whether the child was liked or disliked by most children. A ratio of 4:1 smiling or frowning faces 
was used. All children were able to accomplish this task and use the reputational information to 
establish the popularity of the target child. 
 
The second type of reputational information consisted of a series of pictures showing the 
same sex target peer interacting with other children in typical play situations (e.g. in the sandpit, 
building with blocks, in home corner, playing with trucks). Pictures depicted either positive 
interactions, children smiling and playing together, or negative interactions, children looking 
unhappy or in conflict. Presentation of negative and positive social information sets was 
counterbalanced across subjects. As social information is usually not consistent, unpopular peers 
were depicted in three negative situations and one positive, conversely popular peers appeared in 
three positive interactions and one negative. The presentation order of the pictures were 
randomised across subjects.   
 
Dispositional Inferences 
Three pro-social and three anti-social statements were presented in counterbalanced order 
and children were asked whether or not they thought the target peer was like that statement. 
Examples of prosocial and antisocial statements are as follows: "Some children try to be friendly 
and nice to other children, do you think (target child's name) tries to be friendly and nice to other 
children?", "Some children get angry a lot and start fights with other children, do you think 
(target child's name) gets angry and starts fights?". 
 
A forced choice paradigm was selected as being more suitable for this age group than a 
rating scale and children were initially asked to respond simply yes or no to each statement. In 
order to obtain a wider range of responses a three point rating scale was then used to determine 
the strength of each choice. All children easily understood the procedure and were able to 
respond meaningfully resulting in a six point rating scale for these items. 
 
Situational Attributions 
Children were presented with two types of hypothetical situations, other involved and 
self involved. To control for possible testing effects the order of presentation of the hypothetical 
situations was counterbalanced along with the reputational information (either positive or 
negative) of the target child. The other involved hypothetical event consisted of presentation of a 
picture showing the same sex target peer and another same sex child involved in a conflict 
situation. A short description of the event was given and children were asked their perceptions of 
the event along the dimensions of locus of control ("Who do you think started the fight?), intent 
(Do you think `Kate' meant it to happen?) and stability (Do you think `Kate' gets into fights a 
lot?). These dimensions appear to be relevant to reputation formation (Waas & Honer, 1990).  
 
Children were then asked to pretend that the same sex target peer attended their 
preschool and a hypothetical situation involving themselves and the target peer was described in 
which the intentions of the target peer were ambiguous but resulted in a negative outcome for the 
subject. The hypothetical events were as follows: (a) "One day you were in block corner and you 
had built a really big block tower. `Kate' came in to block corner and your building got knocked 
over"; (b) "One day you were doing a painting on a table and `Kate' was doing a painting beside 
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you. `Kate's' paint got spilt all over your painting. These two stories were presented alternately 
across negative and positive reputation situations. Children were then probed for their perception 
of the event along the dimensions of locus of control ("Do you think it was `Kate's' fault?") and 
intent ("Do you think `Kate' meant it to happen?"). Children were then asked to indicate how 
they felt about the event by pointing to a happy face, a sad face or an angry face.   
 
 
RESULTS 
Reputational Effects 
The results are presented descriptively in Table 1 as the mean scores for children's 
dispositional inferences and situational attributions across positive and negative reputational 
conditions. MANOVAS were conducted using two independent variables; reputational 
information (within subject), and sex (between subjects). 
 
TABLE 1 
 
MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR DISPOSITIONAL INFERENCES AND 
SITUATIONAL ATTRIBUTIONS 
  
 
    Positive Reputation   Negative Reputation  
 
Dimension     Malea  Femaleb  Male  Female 
  
 
PD    5.06 (0.99) 5.45 (0.42)  3.21 (1.51) 2.81 (1.29) 
ND    4.32 (1.12) 4.53 (1.21)  3.18 (1.27) 2.06 (1.01) 
HS    4.07 (1.48) 4.22 (1.64)  3.61 (1.75) 3.15 (1.43) 
HO    4.56 (0.97) 4.90 (1.02)  3.34 (1.50) 2.85 (1.15)  
 
Note. Standard Deviations are presented in parentheses. PD = Positive dispositional questions; 
ND = Negative dispositional questions; HS = Hypothetical self involved event; HO = 
Hypothetical other involved event.  Lower values reflect a more negative rating of the target 
child.  
an = 35. bn = 27 
 
 
Dispositional Inferences 
A MANOVA with repeated measures was conducted in which sex served as the between 
group factor and information condition (PP = popular peer + positive dispositional questions; PN 
= popular peer + negative dispositional questions; UP = unpopular peer + positive dispositional 
questions; UN = unpopular peer + negative dispositional questions) served as the within subject 
factor. Dependent measures were the subjects' dispositional evaluations of the target peer 
(friendly, gets angry easily, good to others, mean to others, helps others, hurts others, others 
like/dislike). Using Wilks's lambda statistic a significant main effect was found for information 
condition F(3, 58) = 75.95, p < .001 as well as Sex x Condition interactions F(3, 58) = 6.24, p < 
.01. Follow-up univariate tests were conducted to examine these results further. 
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Univariate tests revealed a significant main effect for condition on all dependent 
measures Fs(1, 61) > 25.00, p < .001 indicating that children actively utilised the reputational 
information about the target child when making dispositional evaluations. Children consistently 
rated the unpopular peer as less likely to engage in prosocial activities than the popular peer and 
more likely to behave negatively. 
 
A significant sex difference for condition was found on the dimension of UN (unpopular 
peer + negative dispositional questions) F(1, 60) = 13.99, p < .001, while the dimension of PP 
(popular peer + positive dispositional questions) approached significance F(1, 60) = 3.77, p = 
.057 indicating that girls rated the unpopular peer more negatively than boys on the negative 
dispositional questions (gets angry easily, mean to others, hurts others) and the popular peer 
more positively than boys on the positive dispositional questions (friendly, good to others, helps 
others, others like).  
 
Situational Attributions  
A  MANOVA was conducted in which information condition (PO = popular child + 
other event; PS = popular child + self event; UO = unpopular child + other event; US = 
unpopular child + self event) served as the within group factor. Dependent measures were the 
subject's situational attributions regarding the hypothetical events (locus, intent, stability). Using 
Wilks's lambda statistic, a significant main effect was found for information condition F(3, 58) = 
20.31, p < .001 indicating that children were able to utilise the presented reputational information 
when making situational attributions regarding a hypothetical conflict.  
 
For the dimension of locus of control F(3, 58) = 7.72, p < .001 both sexes evaluated the 
target peer in a similar manner however, the condition main effect for the dimension of intent 
was qualified by a significant Sex x Condition interaction F(4, 57) = 4.06, p < .01 indicating a 
differential application of this dimension between the sexes. Girls were less likely to ascribe 
intent to a popular peer in a self involved ambiguous event. Follow up Scheffe' tests indicated 
that girls made a greater distinction between popular and unpopular peers when ascribing intent. 
While they were less likely than boys to rate a popular peer as having intended to cause the 
event, they were also more likely to rate an unpopular peer as having meant the event to happen.  
 
Feelings Response 
A chi-square test was used to examine any possible relationship between the reputation 
of the target child and children's feelings about the hypothetical self involved event  Children's 
feelings of happiness, sadness or anger were compared across positive and negative reputational 
conditions.  A significant difference was found between children's feelings about the event 
involving a popular child as compared to an unpopular target child  x2 (5, n = 53) = 17.5, p < .01. 
 While children were more likely to feel sad in response to an event involving a popular child, an 
unpopular child elicited more feelings of anger. 
 
 
 DISCUSSION 
Dispositional Inferences 
The general findings provided support for the prediction that children as young as 
preschool age actively utilise reputational information when making judgements about the 
likability of their peers. When evaluating the disposition of a hypothetical, same sex, target child, 
children consistently rated the unpopular peer as less likely to engage in prosocial activities and 
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more likely to display negative behaviour. Conversely the popular peer was rated as highly 
sociable and unlikely to engage in fights or display aversive behaviour. These results are 
consistent with past research (Waas & Honer, 1990) indicating that children hold biased 
expectations of behaviour based on the reputation of the target child. 
 
While previous research has indicated clear developmental differences in the use children 
make of social information (Cirino & Beck, 1990; Rholes & Ruble, 1984; Waas & Honer, 1990), 
the results of the present study provide support for the argument that, although older children 
may be better than younger children at conceptualising behaviour in terms of stable dispositional 
characteristics, children as young as 4 years of age are able to form generalisable expectations 
about behaviour. Children's dispositional attributions may provide not only a basis for explaining 
the current behaviour of their peers but also a basis for determining who to avoid or approach in 
the future and the maintenance of negative attitudes towards disliked peers.  
 
Situational Attributions 
The attributional dimensions of locus of control, intent and stability are causal constructs 
which appear to be constituent parts of the evaluation of others in terms of stable personality 
traits (Ferguson, Olthof, Luiten & Rule, 1984; Waas & Honer, 1990). In this study the dimension 
of locus of control was conceptualised as an evaluation of the cause of an event as being either 
internal (caused by the target child) or situational (caused by something external to the target 
child), intent as an evaluation of the conscious intention of the target child's involvement, and 
stability as a judgement of whether the target child's behaviour could be seen as part of a pattern 
of similar behaviour.    
 
When making situational attributions regarding the cause of hypothetical events, children 
exhibited significant differences in their attributions of responsibility and intent towards a 
popular and unpopular peer. Not only did children rate the unpopular child more negatively 
overall, they were more likely to ascribe intentionality and responsibility to the unpopular child 
for both self involved and other involved events. These results are consistent with past research 
(Cirino & Beck, 1991; Hymel, 1986) which has indicated that, when a disliked peer behaves 
negatively, peers are more likely to attribute responsibility to the unpopular child than to external 
factors.  
 
It has been suggested that attribution of intentionality leads to the assignment of 
dispositional characteristics and to the prediction of future behaviour (Bennet, 1985-1986; 
Rotenberg, 1980).  While the literature shows wide agreement that children younger than 7 or 8 
assign temporary rather than stable dispositional characteristics, there is evidence to suggest that 
young children may be simply less able to generalise across situations and that when situation 
specific variables are constant (e.g. sharing lunch versus not sharing lunch), children do predict 
consistent behaviour (Berndt & Heller, 1985; Rholes & Ruble, 1984; see also Yuille, 1992 for a 
review).  Thus, while preschool age children may not predict cross situational stability, the 
attribution of intentionality may lead to the expectation that the same behaviour (e.g. fighting) 
will recur. 
 
Past research has indicated that blame, anger and retaliation are more likely in response 
to behaviour that is viewed as intentional (Rule & Ferguson, 1984). Thus it could be expected 
that, as children's attributions of intent were more negative with respect to the unpopular target 
peer, an ambiguous event involving an unpopular child would be more likely to elicit feelings of 
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anger. This was indeed the case. Results indicated that children's feelings about the unpopular 
child were significantly more negative overall than their feelings about the popular child. 
Specifically, in response to the self involved ambiguous event, children reported more feelings of 
anger and were less likely to report feeling sad or happy when the target child was perceived as 
unpopular. If negative attributions of intent are therefore likely to be accompanied by feelings of 
anger, children may be more likely to retaliate when negative behaviour is performed by 
unpopular peers thus establishing negative expectations of social interaction on the part of 
rejected children. 
 
Gender Differences 
Sex differences in the use of reputational information were evident both for dispositional 
inferences and situational attributions. Relative to boys, girls rated the popular peer as more 
friendly, more helpful and more liked and the unpopular peer as more likely to get angry, fight 
and hurt others. When making situational attributions both sexes evaluated the target peer 
similarly for the dimension of locus of control, however a significant sex difference was evident 
for the attribution of intent. Relative to boys, girls made significantly more attributions of intent 
towards the unpopular peer and were less likely to ascribe intent to the popular peer. This is in 
line with previous research (Cirino & Beck, 1991) which indicated that girls reported more 
negative attributions of intent in response to an ambiguous social situation and also reported 
more positive feelings when positive intentions were attributed. 
 
Several studies have indicated that girls spend more time in small group social activities, 
in co-operative and turntaking games, engage in more person fantasy and are more sensitive to 
the requirements of collaboration than boys who prefer to engage in larger group physically 
active games and rough and tumble play (Dorsch & Keane, 1994; Fabes, 1994; Fagot, 1985; 
Jones & Glen, 1991; Maccoby, 1988; Mollor, Hymel & Rubin, 1992). Additionally girls tend to 
form close, person-oriented friendships while boys' friendships are more activity oriented 
(Maccoby, 1990). The preference shown by girls for small intimate groups may allow them to 
become more sensitive to peer intentions leading to a greater discrimination between popular and 
unpopular peers. Boys on the other hand may be less focussed on the intentions of their peers 
than on the activity at hand resulting in a reduced use of this dimension. 
 
Conclusion and Implications 
Intervention strategies in the past have often made the assumption that a negative social 
status stems from either a lack of social skills or the inability to apply these skills appropriately.  
As a logical progression it was then inferred that children could be trained in the specific skills 
required for effective social interaction and that status would automatically improve.  The 
underlying premise of these training programs, that rejection stems solely from deficits on the 
part of the rejected child, ignores the fact that peer group interactions occur within a dynamic 
social context which in itself may influence children's ability to use new skills effectively.  
Indeed, there is increasing evidence that, within established peer groups, children respond 
differentially to popular and unpopular peers and may ignore improved behaviour on the part of 
unpopular children (Hymel et al., 1990).  A child's reputation may therefore be highly resistant to 
change and may serve to maintain status even after he or she begins to practice new social skills. 
 The results of the present study, indicating that reputation may be a contributing factor to the 
maintenance of status even at preschool age, thus have important implications for the timing and 
content of any intervention efforts aimed at improving children's social status. 
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Although relatively little is known about the long-term consequences of a negative social 
status in early childhood, research has indicated that a significant proportion of children rejected 
by their peers early in the preschool year retain this status throughout the year (Olson & 
Brodfeld, 1991). The findings from the present study demonstrate that this relative stability may 
be, at least in part, due to the effects of a prior reputation on children's perceptions of their peers. 
With age, not only may a negative reputation become increasingly difficult to change, but also 
continued rejection may act to change the behaviour and social perceptions of rejected children 
themselves making it likely that they will continue to be rejected. Thus, it is at preschool age that 
peers may be most likely to respond favourably to changed behaviour on the part of a rejected 
child. 
 
With regard to the content of intervention programs, the results of the present study 
suggest that peer involvement in interventions may be highly advisable. In contrast to the mixed 
success of programs focussing solely on improving the social skills of the target child, peer-
mediated interventions have been shown to be both effective in promoting positive changes in 
preschool children's social interactions and in facilitating generalisation of social skills to new 
situations (Elliot & Gresham, 1993). With increasing age, the social demands of the peer group 
and the factors affecting peer group status become more complex and require a greater variety of 
social skills (Bierman & Montminy, 1993). Thus, intervention at preschool age, when the social 
skills necessary for appropriate and successful social interaction are more easily targeted, and 
inclusion of the peer group in any intervention program is crucial if biased peer perceptions of 
rejected children are not to function as a barrier to successful social interaction.   
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